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An Expression of Faith
Reflections on Service as a University
Board Chair
There was something special about Duquesne University1
that drew me in. The academic environment was solid. It was
a Catholic institution. It was not too big and not too small.
It had an isolated, yet comforting, atmosphere atop the Bluff
above the city of Pittsburgh. The chapel at the corner of campus
was inviting. There was something special about the place that
made me say “Yes,” that this would be where I would go to
college. While not clear about it in those early days, I came to
learn that it was the spirit (with a small “s”) of this University, as
well as the Spirit (emphasis on the capital “S”) that drew me in.
After six years of education at Duquesne University,
including an undergraduate degree and a law degree, followed
by becoming involved in the Alumni Association and, at one
point, serving as its President, after serving on the Board of
Directors of the University for more than fourteen years, and
after eight years as Chair of the Board of Directors, I can now
reflect on what makes Duquesne so special and why I spent
countless hours to play a role that now makes me grateful I was
a part of that spirit.
Much has been said and written about the Congregation
of the Holy Spirit (the Spiritans) who own and lead Duquesne.
They are an intellectual group, who serve throughout the world,
using their talents to minister to the poor, to educate in places
where structured learning is lacking, evangelizing about the
church and the gospel, and fostering the Holy Spirit’s wisdom
and grace. They tend to be quieter souls, who themselves admit
that they “keep their light under a bushel.” But they act in ways
that speak volumes and draws people in to serve beside them.
The values of the Spiritan Fathers and Brothers, the
principles guiding their mission, are exemplified in the
educational construct which is Duquesne University. The
Mission Statement of the University perfectly outlines those
Spiritan values in this academic institution of higher learning:
Duquesne serves God by serving students
through a commitment to excellence in liberal
and professional education, a profound concern
for moral and spiritual values, maintaining
an ecumenical atmosphere open to diversity,
in service to the church, the community, the
nation and the world and through attentiveness
to global concerns.
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...a commitment to
quality education with
a clear vision of Spiritan
values is an expression of
how the Congregation
fulfills its objectives
for evangelization,
promotion of justice and
service and liberation of
the poor.

Volunteering for the university through serving on the
Board of Directors and working with the administration and
Spiritan leaders in support of the university’s mission allows one
to appreciate the importance of the Spiritan values in action.
These values are alive in the university setting in a variety of
ways, demonstrated through academic excellence and outcomes,
moral discipline, community outreach and programs,
appropriate design of curricula, the professionalism of faculty
and administration, and even through sports programs, which
reflect the energy and spirit of the university. The current
Provincial of the U.S. Province of the Congregation of the
Holy Spirit, Fr. Jeff Duaime, C.S.Sp., writes about the import
of Spiritan values in the educational construct, positing that a
commitment to quality education with a clear vision of Spiritan
values is an expression of how the Congregation fulfills its
objectives for evangelization, promotion of justice and service
and liberation of the poor.2 So, just as the Spiritans themselves
live their mission through their work at their principal Spiritan
institution of higher education of Duquesne University, persons
chosen for service on the Board also commit to support these
values.
Like many before me, serving the university as a board
member was borne out of a personal positive experience as a
student. For me, it was also consistent with a personal history
of involvement with the church. Brought up in an ItalianAmerican Catholic household, with a father who went to
daily mass for years, and where priests visited our home from
when I was a young girl, attending Duquesne where priests
were regularly seen on campus was natural, if not comforting.
My academic and social experience at Duquesne was certainly
positive. Not losing sight of my faithful upbringing, the
presence of religious expression and the Spiritan charism made
the other Duquesne experiences even more favorable. In some
ways, they were life altering.
I can remember attending mass and participating, at least
in small ways, in campus ministry while a student at Duquesne.
But the impact of the Spirit on campus for me is best
exemplified in the story of attending mass one weekday in the
chapel during my freshman year. I had met a tall, handsome,
thoughtful man, a few weeks earlier. Planning to attend mass
one winter day, I asked this young man if he wanted to join me.
He smiled and said “Yes” and walked into the chapel with me.
Partway through mass, after realizing that he was not kneeling
or standing at exactly the ‘right’ time, I leaned over to him
to ask if he was even Catholic. He smiled and shook his head
“No,” but continued to quietly observe the rituals of mass. After
years of dating and experiencing Duquesne together, that young
man became my husband. Not only did the Spirit move me to
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...I love Duquesne
because it is where I
found Cameron, my
husband of nearly
thirty years and the
love of my life.

Duquesne
appreciates diversity,
knowing that can
be a challenge to
achieve,...

come to Duquesne, and move that young man to be there as
well, the Spirit moved both of us to appreciate that going to
mass that day would be important. Hence, as people have heard
me say many times, I love Duquesne because it is where I found
Cameron, my husband of nearly thirty years and the love of my
life.
So, from such a positive experience as a student, and having
lasting impressions from my time at Duquesne, wanting to
give back to the university was natural. Although a busy young
lawyer in the early years of my practice, I was drawn to spend
time volunteering for Duquesne and serving in its Alumni
Association, rising to the role of President. Certainly, I enjoyed
the opportunity to be on campus and to spend time with
outstanding professionals at the university. I made the most of
those early years and built relationships which would lead to a
desire to continue to serve in a greater role. While my position
as President of the Alumni Association allowed me to have a
seat on the Board of Directors, it was a finite period of service.
Following the completion of that term, I maintained contact
with the then-Chair, John Connelly, and was ultimately invited
to come back to the Board as a regular member. That began a
fourteen year stint of service, which I thoroughly enjoyed.
Serving as a board member was a privilege; taking on the
role of Chair then became a true honor, and one I wanted to
ensure I performed effectively. I was humbled to be chosen
for this role, and pleased to be the first woman in that seat.
Duquesne appreciates diversity, knowing that can be a challenge
to achieve, and this selection celebrated their commitment in
this area. Many have said that I put a great deal of time into
the position of Chair, and that is true. But, like anything, one
gets out of a role what one puts into it. So, my approach in all
matters, both business and personal, is to dive in and actively
engage in the process. In fact, active engagement was a theme I
expressed as Chair and attempted to foster for the entire board.
Believing that an engaged board would be a more effective
board, I decided to spend whatever time was needed to be
effective and to foster an atmosphere where success could be
achieved by the university during my tenure. So, with support
from my husband for the time commitment this role would
take, and support from my law firm to ensure my professional
work did not suffer, I “engaged”.
Around the time I became Chair, I had also become more
active in the Diocese of Pittsburgh, due to a close relationship
with the bishop. Through involvement in diocesan projects,
after traveling on a pilgrimage to Israel with the bishop and
fellow Catholics and members of the Jewish community locally,
and through service on the Board of Regents of St. Vincent
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The intellectual
interaction and selfless
generosity of time,
talent, and treasure by
the board is a hidden
jewel of Duquesne.

Seminary, which does God’s work in training priests, I came
to have a greater appreciation for my faith and the role I could
play as a Catholic business leader. This fitted perfectly with
the role as Chairman of the Board of Directors of Duquesne
University. So, I considered my service to Duquesne to be
another expression of my faith.
The selection of board members is a critical role for the
Chair. Some of the criteria for board membership relates to
motivation for service in conjunction with the talents available
to the institution from a particular member. To a person, the
board members with whom I have worked love Duquesne
University. For many, this stems from their status as alumni; it
is also true of those who did not attend the institution though
have come to appreciate its unique character and critical role
in the region and beyond. Therefore, with pride, I confidently
report that each person I had the pleasure of inviting to sit on
the board looked to enhance the institution at every turn. These
members of the board are truly remarkable individuals, with
serious credentials, who made every collaboration a worthwhile
encounter. The intellectual interaction and selfless generosity
of time, talent, and treasure by the board is a hidden jewel of
Duquesne. The institution has been blessed by these servants.
When I became the Chair, Dr. Charles J. Dougherty was
the President of the University, having served in that role for
a number of years already. When Charlie was elected to the
position, I was serving on the Board as the Alumni Association
president. I had served on the search committee for that process
and vividly recall the final meeting of the board to select the
next President. I was sitting next to Bishop David Zubik, an
alumnus of Duquesne who sat on the board to represent the
Diocese of Pittsburgh. When the votes were tallied and Charlie
secured the job, Bishop commented to me that he knew the
Holy Spirit was there in that room during the selection process,
in essence confirming on that very first day, that Charlie was the
right choice at that time.
Charlie had a successful presidency. Throughout his term,
he was particularly focused on the mission of Duquesne, using
it to guide his decision-making. The academic needs of the
university were addressed and improved exponentially, resulting
in significant achievements and much-improved national
rankings. He worked to ensure that the financial house was in
order and strengthened the viability of Duquesne, likely for
generations to come. He raised the bar when it came to the
substantive experience the university provided for students,
and he beautified campus. It would be fair to say he was more
internally focused than externally focused, but that is what
Duquesne needed at the time.
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...I was a visible
Chair. If there were
five events on campus
in a particular week, I
was at three of them.

...I endeavored to
follow a Spiritan-like
path by being candid
and honest with my
views, particularly in
discussions with the
President or with the
Spiritan leaders.

While my theme as Chair was not to micromanage, and
I tried to pass that message on to board members in general, I
remained available and supportive of Charlie throughout his
tenure. The relationship between a University President and
the Chair of its Board of Directors is crucial. The two must
be able to have open and honest dialogue. I took the position
that the Chair “had to have the President’s back” so he did
not feel undermined or intimidated to make the significant
decisions he would need to make. This was not a difficult task
because I believed in what Charlie was doing. Charlie’s style was
intellectual and mission-driven and it worked.
Granted, there were times when it was necessary for me
as Chair to take on an issue, or play a more public role on
a point so as to bolster the President’s ability to achieve a
particular objective. Despite the above-identified theme of not
micro-managing, and given that I have an outward-focused
personality, I was a visible Chair. If there were five events
on campus in a particular week, I was at three of them. But
that visibility was only intended to show my support of the
University and the President and my belief in the goals sought
to be achieved. I think we struck the right balance.
In this capacity, I endeavored to follow a Spiritan-like
path by being candid and honest with my views, particularly
in discussions with the President or with the Spiritan leaders.
I was not intimidated and provided my honest opinion when
asked, even if I knew it might be at odds with a stated position
being taken. As a lawyer, I was trained to evaluate both sides
of an issue and to be prepared to attack weaknesses and
advocate strengths. This methodology allowed for thoughtful
discernment, something Spiritans do in their sleep! Even if an
approach was not one that I may have originally suggested or
the means to an end suggested may have differed with my own
ideas, I could support the ultimate decision made, as none ever
required any moral or ethical capitulation.
The relationship between the Spiritans, (particularly
through the members of the Corporation of the Holy Spirit
who played active roles on the board), the President, and the
Board was often jokingly referred to as a triumvirate. During
my time on the Board, the ability of these three to cooperate
and concentrate on the mission and desired success of the
university made for not just effective leadership but true
accomplishment. The university was not always so fiscally
sound or academically regarded as it is today. The laser-focus
of these three allowed achievement to find fertile ground. The
quiet strength of the Spiritans likely permitted this structure to
work since personalities or, I dare say, egos, of lay leaders can be
hurdles to success. The lesson of collaboration is learned from
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this triangulated method of governing at this institution.

The thought process for
the presidential search
required an evaluation of
the Spiritan mission, an
honest assessment of the
university, and then the
crafting of a prospectus for
the role...

The time commitment for service as Chair was a challenge,
as I have always had an active law practice and played many
roles in professional business groups during the same time that
I served Duquesne. In the later years of my tenure as Chair, we
had a significant matter to address which I knew would ramp
up that time commitment. Perhaps no task is more important
for the board of directors of an institution of higher learning
than the selection of its president. When Charlie Dougherty
announced his intention to retire, I knew this would be a
critical point for the University, for our Board and, frankly,
for me as its Chair. But I dove in, head first, chairing the
Presidential Search Committee to ensure that the process for
and selection of the new President of Duquesne University
would be successful. Candidly, this felt like a second Duquesne
job in addition to the job as Chair and my “real” job. But,
this was that important. While I was already thinking about
the fact that it might be time for me to step down as Chair, I
knew stepping down would have to wait. So, I committed to
the process for the selection of the next President, and agreed
to stay on as Chair once that process was completed for at least
some period of transition.

...while the committee
felt it was necessary
to have a practicing
Catholic in the role, it
was equally important
to ensure that the
individual had a
student-centered focus
and appreciated the
academic excellence of
Duquesne through an
ethical filter.

The thought process for the presidential search required
an evaluation of the Spiritan mission, an honest assessment of
the university, and then the crafting of a prospectus for the role
that would identify how Duquesne University could continue
its trajectory to the next level. There is no doubt in my mind
that the Holy Spirit guided that process, just like Bishop Zubik
remarked to me so many years earlier. The Presidential Search
Committee focused on what a Spiritan Catholic institution is,
what it needs, and proceeded to identify a person who would
fit within this construct. There was actually a concerted effort
that this be accomplished, not through pronouncements about
the Spiritan Catholic identity of Duquesne per se, but, rather,
through the infiltration of those values at the university and
how they differentiate Duquesne. The next president would
need to implement the important pillars of Spiritan Catholic
intellectual thought which makes the institution so unique.
For example, while the committee felt it was necessary to have
a practicing Catholic in the role, it was equally important to
ensure that the individual had a student-centered focus and
appreciated the academic excellence of Duquesne through
an ethical filter. Those attributes, however, are not necessarily
Catholic but are an expression of Spiritan values as interpreted
in the world of higher education.
Praise God, the process went well, and we have been blessed
with a new president in Kenneth G. Gormley, the former dean
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“Adjust, adapt,
overcome” ‒ that
saying from an old
movie about soldiers
in training – was a
lesson learned when it
came to certain facets
of university life.

of the University’s School of Law and a nationally recognized
scholar and author. His level of energy and engagement in
his early days as president makes the theme of engagement I
had been living as Chair seem low key! That effort has already
served the university well, through some reinvigoration of his
executive team to maximize outreach to and contributions from
internal constituencies and with external resources, which has
resulted in some early significant success in fundraising. Like
his predecessor, he was open to, and frankly invited, candid
dialogue with the Chair, and we enjoy a valued and honest
relationship. His decision-making is imbued with a studentcentered approach that subtly channels those Spiritan values. I
am confident that he will ultimately come to be known as one
of the university’s most outstanding leaders.
While it is likely obvious that I enjoyed the role of Chair, it
was not without challenges. The business world is different from
academia. Many board members including myself had to admit
that the processes and atmosphere in the university setting
differed at times from life in the private business sector. That is
not to say one was right or another was wrong but it required
an appreciation by me and others of the milieu and how to
operate therein to be effective. Administrators had to educate
the non-academics who were challenged at times, with the
concept of faculty tenure, with the pace when change may be in
order. Issues dealing with changes to the Faculty Handbook, or
addressing personnel matters as this employment lawyer might
prefer, were challenging. Personally, I need to work at times
to be more patient in life so I had to be open-minded when
I favored a more aggressive approach to an issue that was not
felt to be the most appropriate tactic in this setting of higher
education. “Adjust, adapt, overcome” ‒ that saying from an old
movie about soldiers in training – was a lesson learned when it
came to certain facets of university life.
I took great pride in carrying the Duquesne flag as the
Chair of the Board of Directors. To represent my alma mater
in this fashion was humbling. I believed (and still do) in what
the institution and its founders stand for so, for a woman who
advocates for a living, spreading the good news was simple.
Responding to criticism about Duquesne, which of course
existed on some points with students or faculty members, was
not necessarily difficult though. If enough factual information
was available to address the point, because I had confidence
in the motivation for those making decisions, I addressed
complaints or questions knowing the right rationale likely
existed in the background. It was not as though a student did
not achieve a grade or degree because of a fraudulent assessment
by a faculty member, or that enforcing a rule on campus was
not motivated by safety or security reasons. Humans do make
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So while wearing
the hat of Chair, I
never felt I had to
compromise my faith
in the values that
are quintessential
Duquesne.

errors; such errors were handled though with the right level
of discipline and in a humane manner. While obviously not
aware of all day-to-day decisions that might cause reaction, no
handling of matters that rose to the board level caused concern
that the mission of the University was in jeopardy of not being
considered and followed. So while wearing the hat of Chair, I
never felt I had to compromise my faith in the values that are
quintessential Duquesne.
Many have asked what I will do with all the time I should
have now that my time as Chair has ended. If my husband is
asked, he smiles and says, he will enjoy seeing me more! And
my law partner says he is happy to know our clients will have
even more access to me. For me, I sense other projects will fill
my hours, but I plan to be sure family and friends get a little
more of me. I could not be happier for what was accomplished
at Duquesne during my tenure, even knowing there is so much
more to be come. The commitment to the Spiritan traditions
of liberation of the human spirit, high academic standards,
personal development, and concern for those in need, among
others, are alive and well at Duquesne. Having played a role
for a period in ensuring these values unfold and fostered has
been rewarding to say the least. My service to Duquesne has
made me to be a better alumna, a better Catholic and, frankly, a
better person. And I am grateful for it.
Marie Milie Jones, Esq.
Pittsburgh
Endnotes
The Congregation of the Holy Spirit owns Duquesne University,
and the governing body of the Congregation is the Members of
the Corporation, consisting of a limited leadership group from the
Congregation, some of whom are also voting members of the Board
of Directors. Full authority to manage the business and affairs of the
University is vested in the Board of Directors of the Corporation, who
work with the President of the University, subject to certain reserved
powers of the Members.
2
Duaime et al., “The Heartbeat of Spiritan Education in the U.S.,”
Spiritan Horizons 8 (Fall 2013) 101-114.
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